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About This Book

Any HR leader who is curious about the future of the profession should 
learn about evidence-based practices. This book develops the idea of 
practical rigor in recruitment. It should be of special interest to HR 
leaders who are both curious and skeptical. If that sounds like anyone 
you know, please pass this book along; they will enjoy it.

About Shaker Consulting Group

Shaker Consulting began practicing evidence-based management long 
before the phrase was coined. The leadership team of Shaker is made up 
of professionals with significant experience in industrial/organizational 
psychology and business improvement. The phrase “practical rigor” 
nicely sums up our approach to selection processes and assessment 
techniques for high population jobs.

Email: info@shakercg.com

Web: www.shakercg.com

Phone: (888) 485-7633

About Creelman Research

Creelman Research does research and writing on a wide range of human 
capital topics. Coming from a strong background in chemistry and 
biochemistry, as well as a master’s degree in business, David Creelman 
recognizes the power of rigor while respecting the overwhelming need 
to be practical.

Email: dcreelman@creelmanresearch.com
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Rigor in decision making is essential. Yet for reasons both good and 
otherwise, there is a big gap between how business professors think 
management decisions should be made and what happens in real life. 

Employee selection is one of the rare areas where that chasm has been crossed. 
This is particularly the case for high population jobs where an organization hires 
hundreds of employees. Using multi-method assessment to evaluate candidates 
creates a data rich environment where statistical analysis and predictive modeling 
add rigor to decision making. This paper zeros in on rigor in that kind of high 
volume selection.

As soon as you see the word “statistical,” you might think this is a paper aimed 
at people trained in mathematics. That is not the case. Applying rigor in the 
real world of management is dramatically different from applying rigor in the 
laboratory. What management strives for is “practical rigor.”

Practical Rigor versus Standard Practice
How does practical rigor differ from common management practice? Currently, 
management decision making varies from nothing more substantial than an 
executive acting on instinct to initiatives driven by experimental design. Far too 
often, business decisions are closer to 
the intuition side of the continuum. 
As convincing as he or she might be, a 
senior executive with a strongly voiced 
opinion is not a reliable substitute for  
evidence-based practices.

Mark Rothman, DIRECTV’s Manager of Workforce Analytics, says, “People 
often have a common sense view of what is happening that isn’t really true. That 
is why we work hard at getting good data.”

In employee selection, four characteristics differentiate practical rigor from 
standard practice:

1. Being explicit 
Rather than saying, “We want productive employees,” rigor pushes people to 
explicitly define the desired outcomes and how they will be assessed. Staffing is a 
business process with a yield to manage. Rigor asks, “How will we know if we are 
improving the yield of proficient performers?”

2. Taking a broad view of outcomes
Managers sometimes overemphasize a single performance outcome or behavioral 
characteristic when analyzing a job. A rigorous approach looks broadly at 
the outcomes of the job based on a thorough analysis. Rigor also considers the 
outcomes the selection system needs to deliver beyond filling vacancies.

People often a have a common 
sense view of what is  

happening that isn’t really true.
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3. Taking methodology seriously
Good methodologies lead to good outcomes. Steve Hall, an  
industrial/organizational psychologist at Marriott International, explains the 
depth of their job analysis methodology, “We dig into a job to find out what 
the people are doing and then dig underneath that to see what allows them to 
do it well. Then, to narrow down the list of things we will look for, we conduct 
surveys getting criticality and frequency of competencies.” In selection, there are 
well-defined and proven professional methods to adhere to. The discipline of  
industrial/organizational psychology has been defining and refining these methods 
for close to 100 years.

4. Measuring the outcomes
Investments in a business process should add value. If the method has been 
thorough, then we expect superior outcomes. However, a rigorous approach 
makes a point of documenting that the superior outcomes really exist. Measuring 
outcomes, to the extent it’s practical, reflects the ethic that we really want to 
demonstrate that this is working.

Practical versus Academic Rigor
If practical rigor differs from common 
practice, how does it compare to 
academic rigor? Practical rigor has 
adopted the need to be explicit, with 
respect for methodology, and measuring 
outcomes from academia. However, it is 
a mistake to think that academics have 
solved the problem of rigor. The world of 
management decision making is too fast 
moving for many of the approaches used 
in university research. Furthermore, we 
should not think of practical rigor as a 
kind of watered-down scientific rigor—
it is just a different kind of rigor, one 
designed to deal with the challenges of 
the business.

Practical rigor is meant for dynamic, 
multifaceted situations where controlling 
for all variables is near impossible. One 
needs to balance many different desired 
outcomes. Some data is easy to obtain, 
but may be of little value. Other data is 
difficult to get, but captures key business 
outcomes. If you ignore the hard to capture factors you usually end up with poor 
outcomes. Ill-thought-out optimization focused on one easy-to-obtain measure 
is the source of much of the skepticism toward data-based decision making.

Data is the Price of Entry

The first questions when developing a 
rigorous selection system are:

“How is success defined?”

“How is it measured?”

Measuring implies capturing data, and 
this requires an investment in good 
systems that can link recruitment inputs 
to business outputs. Business processes 
such as accounts payable, sales, and 
production have long benefited from 
strong systems for data capture, analytics, 
and reporting. An employee selection 
process is no different. Data is the price of 
entry into practical rigor. 

Data is the foundation for creating a 
business case and documenting return on 
investment.

No Data = No Analysis  
No Analysis = No Insights

| Practical Rigor
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In terms of selection, practical rigor differs from academic rigor in several ways:

1. Considering a broad range of employee performance outcomes
Scientists typically look for one factor that they can study to death. Practical rigor 
uses both objective and subjective data to look at the whole job. Subjective data 
is harder to manage, but can’t be ignored. A holistic approach captures not only 
‘what’ people do, but also ‘how’ they do it.

2. Considering a broad range of selection process outcomes
Academics usually succeed by keeping a narrow focus; however, in business we 
need to look beyond the obvious goal of hiring superior performers to the entire 
selection process. We need to consider the recruiter experience, the engagement 
and brand message of the candidate experience, speed, cost, legal defensibility,  
and fairness.

3. Recognizing that rigor is an ongoing process, not a one-off event
Market conditions change, business conditions vary, and roles evolve. Practical 
rigor is not like a one-off research paper that gets published and filed. It starts 
with an initial study for baseline calibration and validation, then continues as an 
iterative process whereby the selection system gets ‘smarter’ over time through 
ongoing analysis and enhancements to the predictive modeling.

4. Respecting the art of it all
Judgment will always play a key role in employee selection. Marriott’s Steve Hall 
explains the art of selection, “We look at data and cobble together a pattern of 
results. Unlike academia where you are looking for very precise confidence 
intervals, we are looking for answers that are directionally correct. To the extent 
possible where we can estimate a magnitude we will, while remaining cognizant 
that we have limited ability to do so. We aim for rigor while working in the real 
world.” Practical rigor brings analytics without arrogance. It respects the limitations 
of data and analytics. The art is reflected in observing nuances in data that reveal 
trends and identify relationships to examine and leverage over time.

A Broad Range of Employee Performance Outcomes
A distinguishing feature of practical rigor in selection is that it takes a holistic 
view of employee performance. A holistic view acknowledges that superior 
performance is achieved through a complex amalgam of knowledge, skills, 
attributes, and other variables, such as fit with organizational culture. Practical 
rigor depends upon identifying and collecting data that captures the real 
complexity of work in terms of observed behaviors and measured outputs of  
the job.

Analysts are often eager to zoom in on areas where they have easy access to lots 
of data. However, not all data is useful, or meaningful, and when taken by itself 
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often overlooks important elements 
of performance. There is no point 
optimizing selection on, for example, 
productivity measures like handle-time 
per call if it means ruining the customer 
experience; no point in hiring people 
who have a fast time to proficiency if 
they will not stay in the job. Historically, psychometric assessments have been 
anxiously focused on identifying a few empirically valid findings to hang their 
hat on, and there has been a reluctance to confront the full scope of job outcomes. 
Narrow approaches may lack the insight needed to understand competing 
or diametrically opposed characteristics. For example, one bank found the 
desirable characteristic for tellers of cash drawer accuracy was at odds with 
the characteristic of being good at referring customers to new services. If they 
optimized on cash drawer accuracy, the bank would minimize hiring individuals 
with a strong customer focus.

The practical approach begins with a multi-method job analysis to document 
the complexity within a job, both objectively and behaviorally. Objective factors, 
such as “number of boxes shipped,” are easy, but performance usually includes 
subjective elements, like “being more collaborative.” Practical rigor tackles this 
by adding structure to subjective performance factors. For example, supervisors 
will be asked to rate collaboration on a behaviorally-anchored rating scale. This 
approach allows managers to deal with hard-to-measure performance factors in 
a reasonable way.

Consider how Starbucks tackled defining the broad range of performance 
outcomes for their store managers. Gretchen Frampton, Manager of Global 
Assessments and Background Inquiry Programs at Starbucks Coffee Company, 
recalls that before they got rigorous, two managers might have completely 
different views of the same candidate—that happens when the performance 
outcomes have not been explicitly defined.

Frampton says, “Their first step 
was deploying a full-on job analysis 
methodology that looked at all aspects of 
the work. The job analysis was not based 
on what corporate felt they needed, it 
was based on sitting with people who 
are very good in the job. The value of taking methodology seriously is that new 
things were discovered, like the importance of a firm but fair leadership style.”

One potential drawback of this broad view of performance is discovering or 
creating a large or even unmanageable number of data points on performance. 
This is where we once again lean on the word ‘practical.’ Analytical methods 
can discern which factors contribute the most to superior performance. In 
practice this means embracing a broad view to make sure that the definition of 
performance is not simplistic, and then examining the data to narrow the list to 
something the selection system will be able to manage.

Two managers might have  
completely different views of 

the same candidate.

If they optimized on cash 
drawer accuracy, the bank 

would minimize hiring 
individuals with strong 

customer focus.
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Appendix 1 lists some factors commonly used to define performance outcomes 
and the approaches to measurement. Even for relatively simple jobs, many factors 
need to be balanced to define factors that will differentiate performance potential 
among candidates.

A Broad Range of Selection Process Outcomes
Identifying the best candidates is not the whole story. The selection process must 
also achieve a variety of organizational goals, including increased efficiency, a 
positive candidate experience, and legal compliance. It is hard work to apply rigor 
to all these elements at once. It is easier to appear rigorous by focusing on one 
element and ignoring the full scope of the problem. That is the wrong approach.

Organizations need to keep multiple 
goals in mind and be creative in 
achieving those goals. For example, a 
multi-method assessment is better at 
identifying high-performing candidates 
than a singular assessment, but it takes 
longer to complete and that may affect 
the candidate experience.

However, a creatively designed application process can be engaging, informative, 
and distinctive. Do it well and candidates willingly complete simulations and 
multi-method assessments lasting 50 to 60 minutes.

It is not just the time it takes to create 
rigorous assessment that presents 
challenges. Steve Hall said, “Rigor in 
the selection instrument can sometimes 
be at odds with a good candidate 
experience because valid items may not 
look valid to candidates. As a result, 
we also consider face validity in designing assessments. The risk of putting too 
much weight on face validity is that you end up producing an assessment that is 
appealing but not useful.”

Appendix 2 provides examples of some common selection process goals and 
the associated measures. The table does not attempt to list every approach 
to measurement, it simply demonstrates that there is no magic in this, just 
straightforward attempts to better inform decision making.

The value of taking 
methodology seriously is that 
new things were discovered.

Well-calibrated assessments 
consistently deliver better 

performance outcomes than 
unaided judgement.
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Cost and Value
Practical rigor requires an investment. On the battleground of competing budget 
priorities, funding is usually won by those with the best business case. We can 
build a business case for rigor by thinking of selection as a business process with 
a yield to manage. From that perspective, there are three ways to document value 
and manage yield to achieve a return on investment:1

•	 Administrative	 efficiency:	 Reduce	 the	 time	 and	 effort	 required	 to	
manage candidate flow from source to hire.

•	 Staffing	waste,	defects,	or	rework	reduction:	New	hires	who	quit	or	
are separated within 90 to 120 days can be viewed as staffing process 
defects or staffing waste. The fully loaded cost of finished goods 
(freshly trained employees) is lost as a result of early separations. 
Waste creates rework in that replacement hires must backfill 
the new vacancies, doubling the cost and time to finished goods  
(i.e., proficient performers).

•	 Reduction	 of	 new	 hire	 performance	 variation:	The	 bane	 of	 quality	
is off-spec production. For high population jobs, the main point of 
leverage is reducing hiring decisions that allow poor performers into 
the organization. In essence, this means narrowing the performance 
variation by screening out anyone who would end up in the lower tail 
of the distribution.

Statistics showing a reduction in  
administrative metrics, such as time-
to-fill or cost-per-hire, may seem 
impressive. However, in selection 
systems, the greatest impact is not 
in administrative workflows at all. 
Real economic impact comes from 
addressing staffing waste and new hire performance variation. The cost to train 
a new employee is often thousands of dollars. Performance variation can cost 
tens of thousands or even millions of dollars per hire. These numbers may seem 
high; however, analysis often turns up surprisingly large opportunity costs 
related to variation. For example, an industrial sales client’s average sales territory 
was $1 million. The top 80% of sales representatives had average sales of $1.5 
million. The bottom 20% had average sales of $300 thousand. With every hiring 
decision, there was $1.2 million at play in possible performance variation. Rigor 
in quantifying the impact of performance variation reveals vital business insights.

Payoffs around business results, like consultant utilization, are also much more 
compelling to P&L managers than HR’s administrative efficiencies. Moses Bar-
Yoseph, Executive Director, Talent Attraction at KPMG Canada, says, “One of 
the practical elements of rigor is that you need the support of management. The 
promise of increasing productivity was a big motivator for our management to 
sponsor the investment in selection.”

Managers are often surprised 
by the inaccuracy of their own 

judgment.

1 Shaker Consulting has developed calculators to place a dollar value on these elements.
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Unexpected Benefits
There are three other, perhaps unexpected, benefits from rigor:

1. Getting everyone on the same page.

2. Allowing managers to test the accuracy of their judgment.

3. Bringing credibility to the selection process.

First, the explicitness of rigor 
provides a much needed way 
to get everyone on the same 
page. We have emphasized 
considering all the factors 
that define good employee 
performance. What we did not 
emphasize is that there can be 
quite a bit of disagreement 
about what those factors are. 
Managers are often unaware 
of these differences until the 
discipline of practical rigor 
brings it to their attention. 
Rigor can bring revelations 
in individual and collective 
understanding of how 
employee performance drives 
the organization’s success.

Secondly, rigor lets managers 
test their judgment against 
solid data. Starbucks Gretchen 
Frampton said, “Finding an 
objective piece of information 
on talent management is 
critical, even though it can 

never be more than one piece of the whole pie. It is a way to reveal and work 
through biases. Rigor not only helps you assess candidates on an individual level, 
it helps you understand your own organization’s ability to assess.”

Managers are often surprised by the inaccuracy of their own judgment. In 
the absence of good data, managers have no way of knowing how good their 
gut calls are. Managers may look at the people whom the selection system 
has identified as less likely to be successful, and based on their own instincts 
hire them anyway. This is, at least to a point, reasonable. The managers are 
hypothesizing that their gut and the candidate data they are considering can 
make a more accurate evaluation of fit than a selection instrument. What 
rigor brings is the opportunity to test that hypothesis. Of course, one must 

Are we losing the cream of the crop?

One organization implemented a rigorously 
designed multi-method assessment to both 
educate and evaluate candidates. One advantage 
of their technology-based candidate experience 
was that it dramatically reduced the time spent 
interviewing poor-fit candidates. However, there 
was one data point that bothered recruiters. Ten 
to twenty percent of candidates would drop out 
before completing the assessment. Were these 
dropouts the cream of the crop?

The approach of practical rigor is straightforward: 
instead of arguing, you seek data. Recruiters kept 
an eye on those who dropped out and followed up 
with phone interviews. They found that far from 
being the cream of the crop, the dropouts were 
either poor fits or the realistic job preview content 
had helped them self-select out.

While this story is a vote of confidence for 
assessment technology, the bigger lesson is in 
how practical rigor works. There is a potential 
trade-off between the candidate experience and 
the effectiveness of an assessment. This trade-off is 
faced squarely and resolved by gathering evidence.

Creelman Research
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not confuse an anecdotal instance with the preponderance of evidence—
outliers always exist. It is imperative that the loud voice of one example is not 
allowed to overshadow data from the entire system. A few hires identified as 
low potential who indeed became productive is common. However, ongoing 
analytics from well-calibrated assessments document that leveraging assessment 
data reliably and consistently delivers better performance outcomes than  
unaided judgment.

The last unexpected benefit is that rigor brings a refreshing credibility to 
selection. This point comes up again and again. Beth Yates, Executive Vice 
President and Human Resource Director at KeyBank, said, “We pursue rigor 
because it is very difficult to convince leaders that a tool can do what their gut 
can’t. Everyone thinks they can tell how good a person will be from an interview.”  
Evidence proves otherwise.

DIRECTV’s Mark Rothman said, “In the real world where you are trying to get 
business done there are a ton of constraints so you have to institute as much 
rigor as you can without slowing things down. The important thing is to build 
relationships with business leaders so that you can make the case for putting in 
rigor upfront with their understanding that it will be helpful in the end.”

Finally, Bar-Yoseph said, “In one 
particular case there was an important 
opening and frankly quite a bit of 
pressure to fill that position quickly. A 
partner identified someone he knew as a 
candidate—and he had actually worked 
with the person ten years previously. 
However, in the interest of taking selection seriously, we approached the partner, 
somewhat gingerly, and asked if he was open to treating this person like any other 
candidate and put them through the selection process. Happily, he agreed and he 
was keen to see how it turned out, although he thought he wouldn’t learn very 
much. He was surprised. The assessment revealed areas of weakness he had not 
considered exploring. The partner used the suggested interview guide to probe 
further on these areas of weakness and then based on the candidate’s responses 
changed his mind about extending an offer. This helped the company avoid a 
bad hire into a senior role. This would not have happened were it not for the 
credibility our process had.” A good process will not work if people circumvent it. 
Fortunately, rigor establishes the credibility of the process with managers.

The Danger of False Rigor
When an organization buys into the idea of practical rigor, it must be alert to the 
dangers of false rigor. False rigor has the trappings of rigor without delivering the 
value. The issue is particularly relevant in selection where many approaches seem 
comprehensive, but do not yield better hiring decisions.

The last unexpected benefit is 
that rigor brings a refreshing 

credibility to selection.
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Rothman warns, “People will pull out data from an assessment they’ve done and 
find a difference between two groups. They then jump to the conclusion that this 
must be important without any attempt to see if it is statistically significant.”

The subject is sufficiently complex 
that it can be difficult to discern 
between more and less effective 
methods. Organizations need access 
to a reasonable degree of expertise in 
industrial/organizational psychology so 
that they can be alert to suspect findings or poor methodology. Unfortunately 
one cannot simply rely on a vendor’s assertion that their methods are rigorous. 
Be a little skeptical and test claims of rigor.

Some of the practices that lead to an appearance of rigor without providing  
real value are:

•	 Broad claims of test validity. The phrase, “Our test is valid.” 
is often heard. This assertion should provoke the question, 
“Valid for what?” Validity represents a statistical relationship 
among assessment results and one or more dimensions of  
on-the-job performance. A relationship may be valid in a statistical 
sense without being useful for selection in your organization. Ask to 
see the validation analysis technical report and review the description 
of on-the-job performance considered in the analysis. The same 
performance drivers must be essential for your job and your business.

•	 Inadequate high-performer profiles. Assessing a small group of high 
performers to create a success profile may seem appealing, but it can 
be misleading. This approach ignores the bulk of the population, is 
not statistically significant, and sidesteps the rigor needed to conform 
to legal requirements. Technically this mistake is called ‘extension of 
range.’ Insist that the analysis includes how an assessment identifies 
meaningful differences among high, average, and low performers. In 
addition, for stability and confidence in the conclusions, validation 
analysis should include results from hundreds of people, not ten or 
twenty.

•	 Over projection and extrapolation. Some vendors create lengthy 
descriptive reports from rather short, simple evaluations. Lengthy 
reports do not mean a rigorous evaluation was conducted. This 
is an example of undue extrapolation from limited findings. The 
complexity of the assessment should mirror the complexity of the job. 
It has been proven that two or more different assessment methods are 
required to predict each dimension of on-the-job performance. Single 
type assessments do not adequately measure performance potential.

•	 Industry scoring, but no local validation. If an assessment has been 
shown to work in other organizations in your industry that is a good 

A relationship may be valid in a 
statistical sense without being 

useful for selection.
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first step. However, it is not sufficient to be confident it will add value 
in your context. To be fair, we should call this partial rigor rather than 
false rigor. Industry scoring or job family scoring by default is a ‘me 
too’ tactic that suggests the performance drivers in your business 
are the same as other companies. While this approach may bring 
improvements, it may not align selection decisions with your strategic 
direction.

It needs to be said that we are dealing with a continuum of very little rigor to 
useful, practical rigor. The risk is that in the absence of skepticism the organization 
will end up at the “very little rigor” end of the spectrum. In particular be wary 
if the call to action is to “buy a test,” or the directive is, “we need to start testing 
our candidates.” A narrow focus on implementing a test can be an invitation to 
fall for the trappings of rigor instead of rigor that takes a comprehensive view of 
what drives performance.

How to Do It
Let us move away from theory for a moment to lay out, in general terms, the steps 
to build rigor into the selection system.

1. Understand the broader organizational goals
Context always matters. To design an effective selection system, one must first 
understand the organization’s goals, priorities, and issues.

2. Understand the job
The seriousness that goes into job analysis is a major differentiator of practical 
rigor from common practice. In the best cases, the organization will deploy a 
multi-method job analysis that includes focus groups, job observations, structured 
interviews with managers, incumbents and coworkers, as well as standardized 
questionnaires, a thorough review of job-relevant documentation, and analysis of 
performance metrics. 

3. Develop the selection tool
There are well-established processes for developing assessment content that is 
both job-relevant and appropriate for the complexity of the job. Multi-method 
assessment allows for the inclusion of diverse evaluation approaches, such as 
situational judgment, bio-data, work style, 
critical thinking, brainstorming, culture-
fit, delegation, prioritization, analysis, and 
problem solving. A concurrent validation 
analysis requires 100 or more existing 
employees to complete the assessment. In addition, performance data as defined 
earlier must be collected. The analysis of these two data sets creates the foundation 
for calibrating the scoring to performance in your organization.

Be wary of an initiative to  
“buy a test.”

| Practical Rigor
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4. Plan the intervention
A revision to the selection process should be seen as a change management 
exercise. It needs all the usual elements of enrolling stakeholders and solid project 
management. Recruiters and hiring managers must be trained, new behaviors and 
practices must be reinforced. Early and ongoing success must be communicated 
and reinforced. 

Rothman advises, “Look ahead to how you will document that the selection 
process is working. There will always be simultaneous changes in an organization 
that make it difficult to disentangle the distinct effects of any one intervention. 
Try to minimize the number of changes so that the effect of the new process is 
easier to measure.”

5. Recalibrate assessment and document how it is working
Validation analysis must be conducted periodically to refine the scoring and 
adjust for any shifts in performance requirements. Moses Bar-Yoseph says, “We 
always think about whether the skills we are benchmarking against today are 
the ones we will need tomorrow. We are constantly improving.” This periodic 
validation process continues to document how well the process is contributing 
to the business.

The Origins of Rigor
How does an organization go from 
common practice to practical 
rigor? At Marriott International, it 
started with an HR leader who had 
an advanced degree in industrial /
organizational psychology. The 
firm went on to hire a team of 
PhDs, creating the in-house 
skill set and capacity to improve 
hiring. At Starbucks, it was an HR 
leader who really believed in rigor 
and led the team in bringing that 
mindset to recruitment. In many 
cases, rigor has been implemented 
by managers who did not have 
deep expertise in the area but 
knew where to get it.

It is easy to overemphasize the 
technical side of rigor. An HR 
leader in healthcare said you 
cannot be overly linear—she 
describes the required skill set as 

New technologies

Technology is opening new possibilities for 
bringing rigor to human resources. Simulations for 
pre-employment assessment have overcome some 
of the challenges that limited accurate selection in 
the past. For example, traditionally one might use 
a personality questionnaire in an effort to measure 
traits that predict behaviors. With simulations 
you do not need to make that inference from 
personality to behavior—you can look directly 
at how candidates behave in a simulation that 
captures a work sample spanning the complexity 
of day-to-day job demands.

Similarly, in a traditional skill test the person could 
only be scored on whether or not they got the right 
answer. With a simulation it is possible to look 
at how they got the answer. What data did they 
examine? How long did it take?

Simulations capture extensive data on candidate 
performance characteristics. After all, data is the 
lifeblood of rigor.
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“a blend of strategic agility and an understanding of analytics.” One without the 
other won’t deliver results that are both rigorous and practical. She goes on to say, 
“It takes a team of business professionals to bring to bear enough expertise on the 
overall recruitment process.” 

Even when there is in-house expertise, organizations almost always rely on 
specialist consultancies to design selection assessments. It is common to 
hire an engineer to solve complex measurement and analysis challenges;  
industrial/organizational psychologists are hired to address the same need—
solve a complex measurement and analysis challenge in a recruiting context. 
All the usual methods for assessing a vendor are relevant; additionally, there are 
some specific questions to ask about building rigorous assessment instruments 
given in Appendix 3.

Conclusion
Practical rigor strives to achieve multiple outcomes, some being difficult to 
objectively measure. However, it does not succumb to the belief that given the 
complexity all we can do is rely on our gut instincts. Practical rigor believes 
in a disciplined process and a constant pursuit of meaningful approaches for 
assessing outcomes. Practical rigor in selection does not sacrifice reality for 
the sake of measurement. It recognizes that there is an art to management 
processes, including selection. The decision to make a job offer will always be 
an act of personal judgment. Practical rigor seeks to provide objective candidate 
evaluation data that supports a well-informed decision.

Practical rigor in hiring is fundamentally a business discipline. That means the 
question is always, “What business problem do we need to solve?” not “What 
test do I need?” It is this focus on business problems that helps us break free 
of traditional psychometrics and choosing a test. It invites us into a rigorous 
approach to measurement discipline for a business process called staffing.

Selecting employees for high population jobs is an excellent place to apply 
practical rigor. The payoffs are high, there is solid science to draw upon, and the 
subject is sufficiently complex to justify the effort. Furthermore, selection is an 
area where new technologies offer the means to achieve better results across the 
range of outcomes a selection process must deliver.

Rigor will never be easy. Describing it as a discipline is exactly the right word 
because it is always easier to skip rigor in favor of opinion, or fall for the 
seductions of false rigor. Nevertheless, the trends are positive. Managers are 
better educated than ever, there are more effective examples of practical rigor to 
learn from, and technology makes it possible to gather and analyze far more data 
than in the past. Practical rigor is becoming an essential foundation of evidence-
based management.

We welcome your comments and questions
at info@shakercg.com or

dcreelman@creelmanresearch.com
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Appendix 1
Common Factors Used to Define Performance in High Population Jobs

Performance Factor Approach to Measurement

Objective  
Measures

Productivity

Objective data documenting contribution 
or throughput, enumerated in units and 
captured by business systems (such as 
accounting systems, customer relationship 
management software, manufacturing 
systems, etc.) on factors relevant to the 
particular job, such as average call time, 
units shipped, and sales.

Passing licensing or 
certification exams

Job knowledge test or threshold 
measures of proficiency or 
competence.

90-120 day retention

In hourly jobs, this is often coded as 
controllable and uncontrollable turnover. 
Separations are attributed to no-shows, 
gross compliance issues, unacceptable 
work habits, learning-based performance 
gaps, and the like.

Subjective  
Measures

Promotability
Best employee to ever 
work for me
Would rehire

Potential to progress in the organization, 
performance compared to others, open 
to rehire—all based upon supervisor 
observations and opinions.

Time to proficiency
Self-sufficiency and reduced need for 
supervision as defined by supervisor 
observation and ratings.

Create a positive  
customer experience

Customer feedback from surveys or 
“secret shopper” reports.

Competency ratings
Supervisor or coworker ratings of observed 
behaviors using behaviorally-anchored 
rating scales.
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Appendix 2
Common Goals of a Selection Process

 Goal of Selection Process Approach to Measurement

Document return on investment
Measure changes in administrative 
burden, staffing waste and rework, and 
new hire consistency of performance.

Strategic alignment
Measure new hire behaviors that are 
known to deliver results which pull the 
organization forward.

Differentiate among candidates from 
high to low performance potential

Local validation is essential. Use multiple 
methods of assessment (i.e., situational 
judgment, simulated work samples, work 
history, work style, problem solving, 
etc.) and reports results in your own 
competencies, not psychometric scores.

Deliver a positive candidate experience 
consistent with the employment brand

Obtain candidate feedback on the 
nature of the selection experience. (For 
example, one can use a technique like a 
net promoter score to see if candidates 
would recommend the company to other 
candidates.)

Optimize hiring manager  
decision making

Measures include interview-to-hire 
ratio, offer-acceptance ratio, and hiring 
manager/candidate satisfaction surveys.

Optimize candidate workflow Measures include requisition workload 
and time to present qualified applicants.

Fill vacancies efficiently Track time-to-offer.

Legal compliance

Evaluation and review by legal specialists 
as to whether the process conforms to 
the Uniform Guidelines on Employee 
Selection Procedures and the Principles 
for the Validation and Use of Personnel 
Selection Procedures.

Attract high-caliber candidates
Track qualified applicants-to-hire ratio, 
internal-referral ratio and quality of hire 
by source of hire.

Management endorsement
Informal and formal feedback from 
managers on their satisfaction with the 
recruitment process.
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Appendix 3

Questions and Considerations for Assessing a Consultant’s  
Approach to Rigor in Employee Selection

•	 How	do	you	document	the	return	on	investment	from	implementing	
your process?

•	 How	 do	 you	 support	 change	 management	 for	 user	 adoption	 and	
implementation?

•	 How	 does	 your	 methodology	 conform	 to	 the	 standards	 of	 the	
Uniform Guidelines on Employee Selection Procedures and related 
regulations?

•	 How	 does	 your	 methodology	 conform	 to	 the	 Principles	 for	 the	
Validation and Use of Personnel Selection Procedures? 

•	 Describe	the	components	and	purpose	of	your	job	analysis	methods.

•	 How	are	candidate	results	presented	(in	psychometric	scores	or	in	our	
competencies)?

•	 Describe	your	philosophy	and	approach	to	local	validation	analysis.

•	 Can	 you	 share	 a	 sample	Validation	Analysis	 Technical	 Report	 and	
highlight similarities and differences that we would experience with 
our implementation?

•	 What	role	would	you	play	if	a	candidate	were	to	file	a	claim	against	
our organization because of the assessment?

•	 What	third-party	reviews	have	been	conducted	on	your	work?

•	 What	 evidence	 do	 you	have	 on	how	 candidates	 view	 the	 nature	 of	
their experience in completing your assessments?

•	 What	evidence	do	you	have	on	how	recruiters	and	hiring	managers	
view using the results from your assessments?

•	 In	what	ways	are	you	able	to	convey	our	employment	brand	and	value	
proposition in your assessment?

•	 What	have	you	done	recently	to	enhance	the	engaging	nature	of	your	
assessments?
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Appendix 4

Understanding the Value of Reducing Performance Variation

The practical application of rigor in the recruiting process becomes most useful 
when it provides the data to discern performance potential among candidates. 
The Internet has fostered resume spam. It has become so easy to apply for a job 
that corporate career site databases are overflowing with applicants. Recruiting 
teams are challenged to identify best-fit candidates and resumes offer limited 
value in this regard. Resumes are highly subjective marketing documents absent 
of standards. Assessment is an objective and standardized request for data. 

Validation analysis calibrates candidate assessment responses to variation in  
on-the job performance. Just like there is variation in your current workforce, 
there is variation in the candidate population. In high population jobs it is 
possible to deliver candidate evaluation methods that objectively differentiate 
performance potential in an economically meaningful manner.

The table below presents the on-the-job performance differences as defined by a 
Pareto Analysis of assessment results. In these examples, individuals who scored 
in the bottom 20% of the assessment achieved measurable and meaningfully 
different levels of productivity. Armed with this rigorously calibrated scoring, 
recruiters can objectively and reliably make choices about which candidates 
should be considered for an interview.

As a guide to interpretation, consider the last column on the right labeled Medical 
Devices. Individuals scoring in the bottom 20% were more likely to rely on one 
product to generate most of the revenue in their territory. This organization had a 
strategic objective to increase sales across their portfolio of products. Identifying 
candidates more likely to sell broadly across the offering aligned recruiting with 
the strategic objective. 

In each of the other examples below, the recruiting team was able to invest time 
with better candidates, reduce the interview-to-hire ratio, and increase the  
quality of hire.

Financial 
Services

Retail Retail Teller
Call 

Center
Capital 
Equip.

Medical 
Devices

Percent to 
Referral 

Goal

YOY Profit 
Change

Team 
Member 

Retention

Cash 
Errors*

After Call 
Work Min.

Average 
Territory 
Revenue

Percent 
Revenue 

From One 
Product

Top 80% 87.42 $ 4,663 + 7.75 2.40 8.02 $ 5,088 62

Average 79.38 $ 3,990 + 5.56 2.30 8.46 $ 4,782 64

Bottom 20% 50.22 $ 1,467 - 3.34 2.09 9.63 $ 3,454 72

Difference 37.21 $ 3,196 + 11.11 0.21 1.61 $ 1,634 10

On-the-job 
Results

Assessment  
Score
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